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Objectives

At the end of this unit, you wll

Be aware of the following

ldentify

Realize

Syncretistic nature of Chinese folk religious
practice

Sacredness of the natural world within Chinese
religious thought

| mportance of self-cultivation, comunity and
tradition in Confucian thought and practice

Al ternative offered by Taoi st practice to Confucian
t hought

Yi n- Yang
Li neage
Hsi ao
Feng- shui
Shaman
Tao

I nfl uence of Confucian thought and culture
t hroughout East Asia

Yi n-Yang and fam ly inportance to Confucian belief
| mportance of lineage in Chinese religious thought

Transcendence and long life as a major thene of
Taoi st t hought

Maj or divisions of Taoi sm
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Foundational Beliefs: Chinese Religions

"Traditionally, every Chinese was Confucian in
ethics and public life, Taoist in private life and
hygi ene, and Buddhist at tinme of death, with a healthy
dash of shamanistic folk religion thrown in along the
way. "

-- Huston Smth, The Wrld s Religions, p. 189.

Estimates vary as to the breakdown of Chinese
religious groups today. One appraisal lists the
foll ow ng: Non-religious--50% Chinese religions
(Taoi sm Buddhi sm Conf uci ani sm --28% | ndi genous
belief--2% (especially anong the peoples of the south);
Musl im-2.4% Christian--5% and Atheist--12 %

(Al manac of the Christian Wrld, p. 103.)

Aut hors Hu Wenzhong and Cornelius G ove concur
wi th phil osopher Bertrand Russell’s remark that “the
Chi nese are anong the nost unreligious people on
earth...Only a small mnority are devout Buddhists and
fewer still are Christians.” (Encountering the Chinese,
p. 28.)

Wat ever the estimate, the
great influence of Confucian thought
and cul ture throughout East Asia
cannot be deni ed.

The Chinese world view sees little separation
between religion and culture. Wthin Chinese
| anguages, there was not a specific word for religion
until nodern times. To describe its religionis to
address broad issues of culture. Two nmgjor
cosnol ogi cal thenes are present in this cultural world
vi ew -t he metaphor of the Yin-Yang and the famly
nature of religious belief.
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|. Underlying Concepts.

1. Yin and Yang (yin, yahng), expresses the
apotropaic nature of faith, that is, the dualistic
turning or casting away evil while seeking to attract
the good. Yin and Yang forces are in a constant state
of interplay wwthin the universe. Wile possessing an
i nherent tension, they are also conpl enentary.

The follow ng chart denonstrates the qualities of
Yi n and Yang.

Yin Yang
Dark side of nountain - Light side of nountain
Moi st from dew, flowers - Sunlight in norning,
cl osed, cold warm dry, “open up,

expand, arise”

Humans: death, dark, - Gods, health, powerfu
ghosts, “flesh” which t hi ngs, “bones” which
rots away remain
Body/ gr ave - Spirit[s]
Ghost - Ancest or
G ave - Tabl et/ shrine
Fear - Ane
Intelligence - Honor

2.I:an1Hy “Fam |y” religion is another form of
Chinese religious culture. Rather than "“ancestor

wor ship,” a nore correct understanding is “lineage”--
the tracing of the line fromliving nmenbers back many
generations to one conmon ancestor.
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Reverence for ancestors, one's primary obligation
of areligious sort, involves ritual, manners and the
cultivation of social and famly graces. Funeral rites
and renmenbrance cerenonies for the dead give honor to
the aged as wi se, and the dead as nobst w se.

Under the assunption
that the afterworld is
simlar to this one--with
needs |i ke food, noney,
housi ng and cl ot hi ng,
wor shi pers nmake offerings at
home shrines, either in the
form of food or paper
i kenesses of real objects.

Vs

The reciprocal benefits of this reverence shown
hel p the ancestor--so that he or she wll not fade into
oblivion. The descendants in turn receive their
ancestor's aid in the formof spiritual influences
brought to bear on their worldly well -being.

Departed spirits becone the objects of hsiao
(sheeou, filial piety), a termdescribing the honor and
reverence children showto both living and dead
parents. Hsiao also defines the reciprocal way el ders
have a responsibility to produce sons, thus carrying on
their famly line.

The concepts of famly and yin/yang underlie al
Chi nese religious expressions, be they folk, Confucian,
Taoi st or Buddhi st thought and practi ce.

3. Syncretistic Folk Religion To conbine different
aspects of faith and practice is a conmmon trait of
belief on the “street-level” of Chinese society. By
the late nineteenth century, some 80% of the country
adhered to folk religion. This religious expression
conbi ned ancestor veneration, Confucian ethics,
devotion to | ocal deities, Chinese universalism sone
Buddhi sm and practices related to fortune telling,

di vination, magic, and sorcery (superstition).
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Even today, despite the
pressures of the conmuni st
state, this amal gam of
i nfl uences, though not uniform

or equal, is found in many
Chi nese i ndi vi dual s and
fam i es.

As stated by the authors of the Lonely Pl anet
Travel Survival Kit--China, to “say that the Chinese
have three religions--Taoi sm Buddhi sm and
Confucianism-is too sinple a view of their traditional
religious life. At the first level Chinese religion is
[primal] with a belief in the innate vital energy of
rocks, trees, rivers and springs. At the second | evel
peopl e fromthe distant past, both real and
myt hol ogi cal , are worshi pped as gods. Overlaid on
these beliefs are popul ar Taoi sm Mahayana Buddhi sm and
Conf uci ani sm

On a day-to-day |evel the Chinese are nmuch | ess
concerned with the high-m nded phil osophi es and
ascetici smof Buddha, Confucius or Lao Tzu than they
are with the pursuit of worldly success, the
appeasenent of the dead and the spirits, and the
seeki ng of hi dden know edge about the future..

The nost inportant concept in the Chinese popul ar
religious vocabulary is luck...Gods have to be
appeased, bad spirits blown away and sl eepi ng dragons
soot hed to keep luck on one’s side.” (p. 67)

This concern with luck finds expression in two
popul ar fornms of folk religious practice, Feng-shui and
use of the Shaman.

a. Feng-shui (FUHNG sway), the
system of divination whereby seers
sel ect potential sites for graves,
hones or tenples, is an ancient nethod
of harnoni zi ng humans w th uni versal
powers, bringing about good or bad
fortunes to those who wish to build.
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A speci al

conpass (lo-p’an [l uhawpahn]) is used to

determne the proper location of a new structure. The
| ocation of a wi ndow, doorway or ancestral grave can

exert a great

i nfl uence on one’s fortune.

b. Shamans (SHAH nen; SHAY- nen)

Shamans are popul ar religious heal ers and divi ners.
They bring a local community into relationship with the

super nat ur al

O'ten using objects seen in dreans--stones, bones,
ani mal skins or feathers--shamans incorporate such itens

into arite of

4. Nature

dramatic ritual and song.

Nat ure, the sacred, essenti al
context of human exi stence, is seen as
the m xture and proportion of the five
vital forces: water, fire, wood, netal
and earth. The whol e world becones
sacred. Structure, bal ance and harnony
enabl e humankind to flourish with this
natural world. Nature becones the
source of inspiration not only for life,
but for aesthetics as well.

In this world of nature, god is not “wholly

other.” No clear outside creator god exists. The
Chi nese divinity thus beconmes equated with “life
force.” Heaven--as part of nature itself--becones a

source for norality, neaning and self-transformation.
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II. Confucian Belief

"The fundanental concern of the Confucian
tradition is learning to be human."
--Tu Wei-mng (in Qur Religions, p. 141).

Thr ee di mensi ons of the human condition--the self,
community, and tradition--are expressed in Confucian
spirituality.

1. Self-cultivation

A heal thy body, m nd-and-heart
alert, pure soul and brilliant
spirit, are seen as good for their
own sake. This self-transformation
draws resources fromcul tura
tradition, a synpathetic society,
the energy of nature and power of
heaven.

Confuci us sought dignity for all humankind, a
sense of respect for oneself and understanding of the
humanity found in all. (See the Lonely Pl anet Survival
Kit--China, p. 64.)

Tu Wei -m ng, Professor of Chinese H story and
Phi | osophy at Harvard University, identifies three
characteristics of the “human rootedness” of Confucian
t hought .

a. Cheng (juhng) designates the state of absolute
qui et and inactivity, being sincere, authentic, real.
One can be genuinely human w thout engaging in a flurry
of activities.

b. Shen (shen) signifies spirituality. Crucial
Shen concerns are the “heavenly aspect of the soul” and
its devel opnment.
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c.Chi (jee). Based upon the cunul ative effect of
self-transformation, Chi, an "originating power, an
inward spring of activity...a critical point at which
one's direction toward good or evil is set" can be
identified and used to further 'flourish the soul.' (Tu
Wei-ming in Qur Religions, pp. 169-170.)

2. Community The comunity is necessary for this
self-transformation to occur. It broadens and deepens
the self, expressing the fundanental integration of al
segnents of our world. Once rooted, the sou
contributes to the five visions that identify the

cl assi ¢ Confucian vision of the world.

The five visions are: (1) ability to respond to the
world in a poetic sense; (2) social sense of ritual as
means for verbal and non-verbal communication within the
“human community;” (3) historical ability torelate to
the collective nenory; (4) politics as responsive and
responsi ble to the whole community; and (5) the
met aphysi cal interconnectedness of all things. (See Tu
Wi-mng, in Qur Religions, p. 195.)

3. Tradition

Thr oughout their shared
hi story spanning m |l enniuns, the
peopl e of China val ued harnony and
mut ual consensus rather than
conflict and individual exertion.

Hi storian Barbara Tuchman wites, “The peopl e of
China...stayed in one place, enclosed by a series of
wal | s, around house and village or city. Tied to the
soil, living under the authority of the famly, grow ng
their food anong the graves of their ancestors, they
were perpetuators of a systemin which harnony was nore
i nportant than struggle.” (Stilwell and the Anerican
Experience in China, p. 156.)

During Confucius's life, societal conflict, rather
t han harnony, was the norm Believing there had been
an earlier period of prosperity and peace in China,
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Confuci us advocated a return to the traditions and

val ues of that earlier tinme. These traditions--which
mai nt ai ned peace and soci al order--becane the focus of
Conf uci an t hought.

Prof essor Sanuel Huntington describes China' s
reliance upon her traditional (Confucian) culture even
today. Since the late 1970s, Chinese |eadership “chose
a new version of Ti-Yong: capitalismand involvenent in
the world econony, on the one hand, conbined with
political authoritarianismand recommtnent to
traditional Chinese culture, on the other.”

[

At the end of the superpower conpetition,
China “set two goals: to becone the chanpion of Chinese
culture...and to resune its historical position, which
it lost in the nineteenth century, as the [supreng]
power in East Asia.” (Clash of Cvilizations and the
Remaki ng of World Order, pp. 105, 168.)

lll. Taoist Belief

"The two essential ideals of the Taoist religion
are individual longevity or immortality, and soci al
har nony and peace..."

-- Liu Xiaogan, “Taoisni (in Qur Religions, pp.
274, 233.)

Taoi st belief draws from i ndi genous Chi nese
religion and incorporates that thought into its schema
Visiting scholar Liu Xiaogan of Princeton University
wites concerning the Taoist system “In its popul ar
forms it is represented by a pantheon of gods, spirits,
and ghosts, and it has absorbed al nost every anci ent
practice known to the Chinese people, such as offering
sacrifices to ancestors, praying for favorabl e weat her,
and dispelling evil spirits.” (Qur Religions, p. 284.)
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Thi s foundation explains the popularity, on an
i ndi vidual level, of the religion.

To understand Taoismis to appreciate the
alternative world view it offered to Confuciani sm
Confuci anism-classical, socially oriented, geared to
public functions of Chinese famlies and the state,
accepting of social duty and responsibility with an
influx of rules, |laws, cerenonies and traditions--soon
becane a system of social and psychol ogi cal pressure.

A di version was needed.
Wth romantic sinplicity,
openness and artistic w sdom
Taoi sm of fered a departure.
Wt hdraw fromthe endl ess
struggle and conflict...prize
the individual life. Seek
unity with nature. Cbtain
i nner space and peace, freed
fromthe excesses of confining
Confucian practicality.

1. Major Themes Tao, as the “path” or “way,”
enphasi zes maj or thenes.

a. Transcendence Taoi sm seeks to surpass the
l[imts of the ordinary. It seeks an ultimate reality
which is behind all, a nystical insight which is beyond
t he scope of words.

“As a thing the way is
Shadowy, i ndistinct.

I ndi stinct and shadowy,

Yet within it is an inmge;
Shadowy and i ndi stinct,

Yet within it is a substance.”

-- Tao Te Ching, XXI:49 (trans. D.C. Law, p. 78.)
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b. Way of the Universe

Taoi st thought identifies the way of the universe,
the pattern, rhythm driving power, the ordering
principle behind all life. |In this sense, Tao (and the
Taoi st religion), beconmes the integrating principle
behind all of life.

“I'n his every nonment a
[ person] of great virtue

Foll ows the way and the
way only.

-- Tao Te Ching, XXI:48, Xl:27
(trans. D.C. Law, p. 78.)

)"
AT T Al

c. Way of Life Tao neans the way of human life,
that is, the way |life should be.

Tao is the natural guiding force which enabl es al
things to realize their full potential...to be
ful filled.

d.Long Life Quest for long life became a Taoi st
goal. Stemmng fromthe focus on nature, with its
rhyt hm of constant renewal, and trying to enul ate that
rhyt hm Taoi sm focused on techniques to prolong |ife.
In the Cassic of G eat Peace, an expression of the
common val ues of the Chinese people, long life becane a
nmost i nportant goal between heaven and earth

Taoi st thought sought to conserve life in many
ways. | n keeping harmony within the spirit and
material forces within the body, a life inducing heart,
mnd and w || ensued.
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Medi tation--focusing one's spirit
and so avoi di ng di ssi pation--becane a
val ued techni que. Consolidation of
vital powers so as to resist death
becanme the ideal --not nirvana or
rel ease. People die early not because
of fate but because their way of |iving
hurts their spirits or bodies.
Moderation in the desires and enotions
preserved body and soul .

Gods becone identified with specific body parts--
heart, liver, spleen--and honage to these gods becones
a focus of devotional exercises.

2. Divisions Three main branches of Taoi sm becane
prom nent, the philosophic, psychic and religious.

a. Philosophic The Taoi sts phil osophy schoo
sought transcendence--a going beyond the limts of this
worl d, a breaking of the bonds of the universe. By
reflection and intuition, a person could order his life
in accord with the way of the universe. The
phi | osophi ¢ tended to becone increasingly
individualistic and critical. A blank m nd becane an
i deal .

b. Psychic Psychi ¢ Taoi sm focused on yogic
exercises and neditations. Exploration of the inner
self becane the ideal. Selflessness, cleanliness and
devel opi ng a sense of enotional cal mwere uppernost.
Practitioners thus could nediate a healing, psychic
sense of cal mover those around them

“Therefore the sage puts his person last and it
conmes first,

Treats it as extraneous to hinself and it is
preserved.

Is it not because he is wthout thought of self
that he is able to acconplish his private ends?”

-- Tao Te Ching, VII:19 (trans. D.C. Law, p. 63.)
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c. Religious Religious (popul ar) Taoi sm
concentrated on long life in the here-and-now. |t
respected the enperor and the broad Confuci ani st
movenent. The practical and social tenets of faith
becane uppernost. Life lived long and with a m ni mum
anmount of friction was the goal

In addition, this popular school of thought sees
gods, magi c and sorcery as repositories of the power of
the universe. Wirship includes rites dealing with
ghosts, exorcisnms, faith healing, fortune telling and
magi c.
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Vocabulary List: Foundational Beliefs--Chinese
Religions

Cheng (juhng) Designates the state of absolute quiet and
inactivity, being sincere, authentic, real. One can be
genui nely human wi thout engaging in a flurry of activities
(Taoist tern).

Chi (jee) Based upon the cumul ative effect of self-
transformation, Chi, an originating power, an inward spring
of activity...a critical point at which one's direction
toward good or evil is set can be identified and used to
further flourish the soul.

Feng-shw (FUHNG shway) The system of divination whereby seers
select potential sites for graves, hones or tenples, is an
anci ent net hod of harnoni zi ng humans wi th uni versal powers,
bringi ng about good or bad fortunes to those who wish to
build. A special conpass (lo-p’an [l uhawpahn]) is used to
determne the proper |ocation of a new structure.

Hs1ao (sheeou, filial piety) Termdescribing the honor and
reverence children show to both living and dead parents.
Hsi ao al so defines the responsibility of elders to produce
sons to carry on their famly line.

Lineage The tracing of the ancestral line fromliving nenbers
back many generations to one commobn ancestor

Self-cultivation confucian ideal of a healthy body, nind-and-
heart alert, pure soul and brilliant spirit are seen as good
for their own sake.

Shamans (SHAH nen; SHAY-nen) Popul ar religious heal ers and
diviners. They bring a |local community into relationship with
the supernatural. Oten using objects seen in dreans--stones,
bones, animal skins or feathers--shamans incorporate such
itenms into arite of dramatic ritual and song.
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Shen (shen) Signifies spirituality. Crucial Shen concerns are
the “heavenly aspect of the soul” and its devel opnent
(Taoist tern).

Syncretistic To conmbine differing, even contradictory aspects of
faith and practice
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Review Quiz: Foundational Beliefs--Chinese

Part 1--True or False Piace a T or
anF in the blank provided.

Religions

Conf uci an thought and practice influences only limted
sections of present day China.

The Chi nese | anguage has al ways had a distinct word for
religion.

“Ancestor worship” is good term nology to use in
descri bing Chinese religious culture.

I n China today, Communi sm has rooted out nost
syncretistic folk practices in the lives of Chinese
citizens.

On a day-to-day |evel, many Chi nese people are
interested in the philosophies and theoretical
di scussi ons of Buddha, Confucius and Lao Tzu.

For much of folk religion, the whole world in sonme sense
beconmes sacr ed.

During Confucius’ lifetine, society was placid and
har noni ous.

In sone ways, Taoismoffered an alternative to the
Confucian worl d vi ew.

I n phil osophic Taoism a blank m nd eventually becane
an i deal

Rel i gi ous Taoi sm concentrated on life lived in the
hereafter.
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Part 2--Multiple Choice Ppiace the letter
of the nobst correct response in the blank
provi ded.

1. One of the foundational concepts of yin/yang is
a. a dualistic turning or casting away evil while seeking to
attract the good.
b. venerate the dead and | ove yourself.
c. speak evil of none but praise of all.

2. Rat her than “ancestor worship,” a nore correct

understanding of the famly nature of Chinese religion is

a. |ineage.
b. worship of the dead.
c. enperor worship.

3. The term hsi ao (sheeou) descri bes
a. honor given to the enperor.
b. children renenbering nothers and father’s days.
c. honor and reverence children showto |living and dead
parents.

4. According to the Lonely Planet Survival Kit--China, the

nmost i nportant concept in the Chinese popul ar religious
vocabul ary is

a. |ineage.
b. feng-shui.
c. luck.
5 Feng-shui is a system which

a. assists in selecting sites for grave, hones or buil dings.
b. hel ps bring healing for diseases.
c. enables ancestors to not fade into oblivion.
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10.

to

Shamans are popul ar

musi ci ans and actors.
heal ers and di vi ners.
mayor and farmng district representatives.

The “human root edness” of Confucian thought shows itself

necessity for individuals to engage in a frantic pace of
life.

ability of shamans to prescribe herbal cures to
destructive di seases.

i nportance of quiet and inactivity--not engaging in a
flurry of enterprises.

The two essential ideals of Taoist belief are

yin and yang.
long life and social harnony/ peace.
econom ¢ devel opnent and hel pi ng one’s nei ghbor.

The term “Tao” can be defined as

nature at peace.
the path or way.
stillness and sinplicity.

Medi tati on becane a val ued technique in Taoist practice

conserve and prolong life.
achi eve emanci pati on.
conquer nature.

4
g n",

“Thlnk serenlty ?
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Beliefs--Chinese Religions
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Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. D.C Lau, (NY: Penguin, 1963).

Sanpson, Kenneth L., Wrld Religions: A Resource for U.S. Arny
Chapl ai ns and Chapl ai n Assistants, (Masters of Theol ogy
Thesi s, Princeton Theol ogi cal Sem nary, Princeton, New
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Tei ser, Steven, Lecture Notes, REL 225, “The Buddhist Wrld of
Thought and Practice,” Princeton University, Fall Senester,
1995.

Tuchman, Barbara, Stilwell and the American Experience in China,
1911-1945, (NY: MacM Il an, 1970).

Wei -mng, Tu, “Confucianism” in Sharma, Arvind, ed., Qur
Religions, (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1995).
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Resources for Further Study

Gargan, Edward, “3 Things Matter: Location, Location, Feng Shui,”
(New York Tinmes, 27 Jan 1997), p. A4.

Current preval ence of Feng Shui practice in China.

Gargan, Edward, “The Master Builder of Malaysia,” (New York
Ti nes, 27 Mar 1996).

Confuci an val ues spur success of Ml aysia entrepreneur.

Mydans, Seth, “Vietnam a Convert, Pursues Capitalism Devoutly,”
(New York Tinmes, 5 April 1996), p. A3.

Account of an obscure goddess cult in Thi Cau, Vietnam
whose devotion pronpts econom c prosperity.

ONeill, MIlly, “Feng Shui O Feng Phooey?,” (New York Tines,
9 Jan 1997), p. B1l.

Popul arity of Feng Shui in present day China.

Tei ser, Stephen, “The Spirits of Chinese Religion,” in Religions
of China in Practice by Donald S. Lopez (ed.), (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1996)

See also listings under Unit 9c: Chinese Religious Texts--
Soci etal Inplications.

“Only by teaching can we truly prepare soldiers [sailors, airnen,
Marines] to be successful and to survive in conbat.”
(CGeneral John A. Wckham Jr.)
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